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Abstract
Rural school principals faced many challenges through the disruptions of the Covid-19
Pandemic, including their ability to deliver consistent, high-quality education to rural learners.
These principals had to quickly learn and adapt to new practices that could permanently
transform the school principalship for the future. Principals’ duties multiplied overnight with
focusing on the additional needs of students and staff. Although the field of education has been
majorly disrupted through past events such as the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, which
caused school principals’ priorities to change instantaneously, with decisions often being made
on a reactionary basis to ever-changing circumstances. The impact was neither as great nor longlasting compared to the Covid-19 Pandemic. This study explores the rural school leader through
the time of the Covid-19 Pandemic, utilizing the experiences and perspectives of principals and
certified staff. The researcher utilized 20 pairings of data within the research, emulating a 360degree focus between administrator and staff member. Overall, the research found that the
following were more prevalent during the pandemic than prior: principal’s communication with
students and their families, principal’s communication with staff, principal’s communication
with the school nurse, and principal’s communication with other leaders. Additionally, it was
found that the following were more prevalent during the pandemic than prior: principal’s
awareness of the personal needs of students and their families, and principal’s awareness of the
personal needs of staff.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
Rural school principals faced many challenges through the disruptions of the Covid-19
Pandemic, including their ability to deliver consistent, high-quality education to rural learners.
These principals had to quickly learn and adapt to new practices that could permanently
transform the school principalship for the future (Harris & Jones, 2020). Individuals in
leadership roles encountered these challenges with no expertise or experience leading students
and staff through a global pandemic, with little precedent or resources to reference (Harris &
Jones, 2020; Kelly et al., 2020; Kennedy, 2020). Superville (2020) confirms that principals’
duties multiplied overnight with a needed pronounced focus on the newfound additional needs of
students and staff. These principals were expected to ensure rigor in academic instruction with a
continued focus on student growth and outcomes with direction from the state education
department. Many rural school principals served their communities in the greater fight against
Covid-19. They worked collaboratively with public health officials to coordinate efforts to
ensure students, staff, and community members received timely vaccination opportunities, with
schools being utilized as community hubs for testing and vaccination sites.
Rural schools fortunate enough to deliver in-person learning faced considerable
challenges unforeseen in previous school years. Rural school principals not trained in infectious
disease mitigation dealt with social distancing, increased cleaning protocols, distribution, and
proper use of personal protective equipment (PPE). (Harris & Jones, 2020; Kennedy, 2020).
During the pandemic disruption, rural school principals focused on meeting students' basic
needs, including food and shelter (Superville, 2020). Furthermore, Harris & Jones (2020)
describe the present inequities exacerbated by the pandemic, especially in rural areas with lesser
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resources available, increasing stress on rural principals. Stelmach (2011) suggests that rural
schools are geographically disadvantaged, leading to less funding, which leaves rural principals
with lesser resources to support students, magnified since the onset of the pandemic. Madida et
al. (2019) detail the lack of access rural principals have to much-needed Internet, devices, and
infrastructure, which was especially apparent while schools struggled to support students
throughout periods of utilizing more restrictive learning models.
Harris & Jones (2020) recount the necessity for principals to make decisions quickly
while ensuring that the school’s students, parents, and staff were supported through times of
great uncertainty. These principals have to address disgruntled stakeholders, including parents,
students, staff, and state education and health officials driving the response to the pandemic. This
stressful situation often leads to unrealistic expectations from both school and state officials,
adding additional responsibilities to an already demanding role (Harris & Jones, 2020; Marshall
et al., 2020). Harris & Jones (2020) further explain that the effects of the pandemic may
permanently change the roles and responsibilities of a school leader. Although always necessary,
good communication, honesty, and integrity are moving to the forefront of characteristics of
effective school principals.
Background of the Problem
Researchers have explored the complexities of rural schools and their means of adapting
to changing circumstances as the education system evolves (Biddle & Azano, 2016). The onset
of the Covid-19 pandemic intensified the challenges and complexities that rural school principals
faced in times of normality (Harris & Jones, 2020). With schools pausing in-person learning
across the United States in March 2020, due to the growing concerns of the novel coronavirus
and its potential for ill-health effects on staff and students, administrators were forced to quickly
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analyze their ability to provide meaningful educational experiences to their students. Alternative
modifications to the learning environments had to be incorporated into the academic
programming of rural schools, including distance and hybrid learning.
The sudden onset of the Covid-19 pandemic forced the closure of schools across the
country, disrupting learning opportunities in rural schools. The closing of schools and the
activation of more restricted learning models were instituted to help prevent the further spread of
the virus and to ensure the safety of students and school staff. However, Yang (2020) suggests
that school principals were instructed to continue providing meaningful learning opportunities to
students as they transitioned to a more restricted learning model in March 2020. Students
continued to engage in distance-learning and hybrid learning models throughout the 2020-21
school year. Rural principals continued to encounter difficulties while providing meaningful
learning opportunities for students in a restricted learning environment (Harris and Jones, 2020).
With the health and safety of staff and students a key concern, principals looked to create
and activate learning models that had not previously been utilized, including both distance and
hybrid learning models. The Minnesota Department of Education (2020) defines the three
learning models used throughout the pandemic, including distance, hybrid, and in-person
learning. Distance learning can be described as students being off-site from a physical school
building while receiving daily interaction from a licensed teacher. In contrast, hybrid learning is
described as receiving daily interaction from a certified teacher through a combination of
distance and in-person learning. In-person learning can be described as students reporting to a
school building each day to engage in in-person learning while respecting social distancing and
other related safety measures.
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Middleton (2020) explains that the more restrictive learning models implemented in
response to the Covid-19 outbreak have influenced schools’ formal instructional and assessment
procedures. Inconsistent learning models and instruction may have lasting implications for
students’ skills and growth measures relating to proper evaluation. In addition, rural school
principals needed to grapple with the impact on standardized test scores, which are anticipated to
be impacted for at least two years following the conclusion of the Covid-19 pandemic. The
ultimate loss of instructional time and learning opportunities during the pandemic has proved to
be a challenge for principals. Finally, Gyang (2020) and Middleton (2020) describe school
principals’ efforts as they seek to supplement current offerings to support student learning. Still,
only a small amount of these additional supports could be provided in an in-person format due to
safety precautions, which principals feared is causing at-risk students to fall further behind.
Middleton (2020) and Van Lacker & Parolin (2020) describe the final months of the
2019-20 school year in combination with the summer break, bringing several months of
inconsistencies to learners. An interruption of this magnitude that impedes academic instruction
caused by more restrictive learning models may significantly impact students’ educational
progress. Teachers entered the 2020-21 school year still reeling from the consequences of the
pandemic on their teaching methods while facing more unknowns and perhaps a higher
frequency of restrictive models in the school year ahead. Haeck and Lefebevre (2020) and
Middleton (2020) describe a potential ripple effect caused by the time and effort needed for
teachers to review material from the 2019-20 school year, as educators look to address a skill
deficit caused by the educational inconsistencies generated by the pandemic.
Past research has examined the effects of extended school breaks on student progress and
compared the limitations of rural schools throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, including the
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establishment of more restrictive learning models, which includes distance and hybrid learning.
Haeck and Lefebvre (2020) explain that significant implications may surface relating to the
school interruptions caused by the pandemic on student knowledge accumulation, highlighting
inequities across different regions. It is noteworthy that estimates from the literature on previous
school closures show the socioeconomic skill gap between students living below and above the
poverty gap could soar over 30% by the conclusion of the school-related implications of Covid19. The challenges described are added to an already exhaustive list of challenges that rural
school principals need to address and to their already demanding roles and responsibilities.
School administrators continued to have concerns about the inconsistencies of the 201920 and 2020-21 school years and their effects on students, including the potential for further
increasing achievement gaps among student groups (Kidson et al., 2020). Principals in rural
education will need to address the suggested research detailing that math and reading skills gaps
between children from lower and higher socioeconomic status widen during school breaks,
including summer vacation (Alexander et al., 2007). Additionally, principals will need to
contend with the potential social consequences for students living in poverty. Many schools were
forced to shift to distance learning models for extended periods, intensifying existing inequalities
(Godsey, 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020). Summer vacation in schools is estimated to
influence a deprivation of loss in academic skill equal to one month of education for students
with a lower socioeconomic status. Summer break in schools is also associated with regression in
students’ mental health and overall well-being (Godsey, 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020).
Current educational models are not considered instructional breaks. Although students are still
receiving instruction in alternate formats, it is expected that learning gaps between students
living in lower-income homes and those in higher-income homes will only increase. The increase
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of the learning gaps during remote-learning periods is due to students not having equitable
Internet access, technological devices, and suitable workspace (Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020),
despite strong efforts by principals in the field.
When a differing learning model was implemented, requiring students to learn off school
grounds, it was recognized that students received a vast variation of support from parents and
other caregivers. The support available to students depended upon the availability of parents, the
age of the student, as well as other economic and social influences (Wyse et al., 2020). The
necessary use of more restrictive learning models could have even increased the learning barriers
of rural students receiving special education services and other at-risk learners (Fournier et al.,
2020). Supervision of students is essential for all learners, especially learners with special needs,
which may require various accommodations and modifications to ensure that they have
appropriate access to the general education curriculum. In a restrictive learning model, many
teachers could not supervise students, making it challenging to see if a student needs assistance
with a task, aid in completing assignments, etc. Intervention in response to student struggles is
often delayed in a more restrictive learning model. Lesser amount of physical connection and
observation can directly influence student progress, especially for a learner with a disability
(Carnahan & Fulton, 2013).
Rural educators have faced many challenges and enhanced complexities since the onset
of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has increased the challenge and complexities found in the role
of a rural school principal. Schools across the country were forced to transition to distance
learning models, leaving many students without the resources and support needed to progress
through the general education curriculum. While schools across the country face similar issues,
principals in rural areas often face additional challenges in being one of the few social
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institutions within the community. In addition, these area schools are often the largest area
employer. They lack technological devices, consistent Internet access, and other resources
essential for enabling and supporting a distance-learning environment (Biddle & Azano, 2016),
compared to urban schools that may have had superior experience and resources to support
students and families at the commencement of Covid 19. In addition, rural schools struggle to
find individuals to fill positions and lack substitutes, partly due to a funding gap between rural
and urban districts (Zimmerman, 2020a), amplified during the Covid-19 Pandemic by teachers
needing to be out for illness and quarantine.
Less than half of rural school principals stated that they could provide online learning
opportunities for all students at the onset of the pandemic (Herold, 2020). Eaton (2020)
highlights that, although many schools had previously provided devices to students that they
could take home before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, many rural schools lacked this
previous capability. Schools that did not have this as practice rushed to find means to provide
devices to their students at the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, even with a device, it
is notable that 15 percent of households with K-12 students lack reliable Internet. It is estimated
that this percentage may be twice that for families living in rural areas (Eaton, 2020). For
students lacking reliable Internet access, schools attempted to utilize other means to support
instruction. With the lack of high-speed Internet in rural areas, there is no quick fix due to the
need for investment and infrastructure improvement, allowing for the widespread opportunity for
high-speed Internet access (Eaton, 2020). There is a significant concern, as research equates
home Internet access to college admittance and elevated test scores (Eaton, 2020).
Principals faced additional difficulties in providing meaningful distance-learning
opportunities outside of Internet connectivity, including limited staffing flexibility due to staff
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being out ill or requesting to work virtually because of the virus, and marginal political
influence, which left rural schools with many challenges when forced to utilize a more restrictive
instructional model (Herold, 2020). Rural households often had a lower median household
income than their urban counterparts, with this discrepancy broadening during the financial
challenges created by Covid-19. Many parents in rural areas lost their jobs, which only added to
the complexity of rural students’ educational plans. As schools transitioned to more restrictive
learning models, many older students needed to supplement their families’ incomes or provide
babysitting services to younger siblings (Weissman, 2020). Lastly, rural students often had
strong relationships with others in their respective communities, a principal element of their
support system and academic success (Rowe et al., 2020). However, the Covid-19 pandemic
limited school administrators' ability to continue to provide students opportunities to develop and
maintain these relationships with the activation of more restrictive learning models.
Problem Statement
School principals face great challenges in their roles, exacerbated throughout the Covid19 pandemic (Harris & Jones, 2020; Superville, 2020). Even in times of normalcy, principals’
jobs are often significant and overwhelming, with an often unending list of tasks to complete,
individuals to support, and issues to resolve (Klock & Justis, 2019). The responsibilities of
principals require prompt decision-making, the ability to build and maintain strong relationships
with a variety of stakeholders through strong communication skills, and an exceptional focus on
student outcomes (Hariri et al., 2016; Klocko & Justis, 2019).
Since the onset of the Covid-19 Pandemic, challenges found within the role of a building
principal have been heightened, with the pandemic influencing schools and their educational
learning models beginning in March 2020, furthering the complexity and rigor of the
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principalship (Marshall et al., 2020; Mlandenova, 2020). School buildings were closed to
students, which forced schools to provide learning opportunities in an online environment.
Teachers needed to quickly adapt and find ways to connect to students and pivot to an unfamiliar
mode of teaching online (Kaden, 2020). Overall, distance-education models are deemed
inaccessible and inequitable across schools (Zimmerman, 2020b). In addition, the forced
restrictions placed on schools due to the pandemic are likely to increase the learning gap between
students from lower-income and higher-income families (Reich et al., 2020).
Leadership during Covid-19 may be an even greater challenge for principals serving in
rural school districts, as indicated by research in times of normalcy (Weiczorek & Maynard,
2018 Rajan, 2019; Zalaznick, 2020; Nichols et al., 2017; Van Lacker & Parolin, 2020). Research
indicates that rural learners are often underserved in K-12 schools, due to a funding gap between
rural and suburban schools (Zimmerman, 2020a). Rural schools also consistently lack the
availability of highly qualified teachers (Zimmerman, 2020a; Nichols et al., 2017). In addition,
the disproportionate number of minimally resourced families living within rural schools directly
impact students’ learning opportunities and overall social and academic outcomes in rural school
settings (Manly et al., 2020, Rajan, 2019). Rural schools have consistently been challenged by
limited Internet access, with only two-thirds of Americans living in rural areas having access to
broadband Internet, which is 12 percent less than the national average (Weissman, 2020).
Challenges such as these have significantly impacted the rural school principal during the
pandemic (Gazmararian et al., 2021, Haeck & Lefebvre, 2020).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this descriptive study was to explore the experiences of the rural school
leader throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. The study included a survey of
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administrators and school staff actively working in rural schools in Minnesota throughout the
Covid-19 pandemic. It is crucial to understand the pandemic experiences through rural school
principals so these leaders can meaningfully move forward in their professional roles and
continue to address the impacts of the pandemic. In addition, if school leaders had the
opportunity to learn from one another through their shared experience, they may be better
equipped to influence meaningful change, combating detriments of the pandemic imposed on
rural staff, students, and the greater community.
Population and Sample
Study participants actively served in a principalship role in a rural Minnesota school
throughout the 2021-22 school year. Additionally, to encompass a 360-degree view of the
principalship experience during Covid-19, study participants also included certified staff
members, working directly with the principal participants at the time of the study. Although
Covid-19 has a significant impact on the 2019-20 school year and the 2021-22 school year, the
most prominent impact has been present throughout the 2020-21 school year. Participants served
as elementary, middle, or high school principals. In addition, participants included certified staff
members supervised by a principal participant who were given an identical survey to encompass
a 360 view of the principalship during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
Significance of the Study
The study is important for rural school principals, as there is an opportunity to gain
substantial insight, knowledge, and expertise when examining shared experiences in a
professional setting. Not only fellow school administrators but also teachers, school board
members, and students will benefit from the review of the study. Teachers will benefit because
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there are many challenges shared among school staff as they work together to continue to meet
the needs of students throughout the time of the pandemic. Similarly, school board members and
other principals in education may find value in gaining the perspective of a school leader through
this study. Lastly, students may benefit from the research as school professionals can learn from
one another’s experiences to move forward in the most effective and meaningful manner for the
betterment of students. Although the impact on each of these stakeholders may vary, the study
intends to bring informative benefits to each of these groups.
The Covid-19 pandemic brought unprecedented effects on the entire education system,
including administrators, teachers, support staff, and community members. The effects also had a
significant impact on rural students. Teachers and other school officials were tasked with
transitioning to alternate learning models with little time to prepare. Many rural schools were left
without the resources and expertise to provide meaningful learning experiences in the more
restrictive learning models. Middleton (2020) anticipates that the long-term impacts of the virus
on rural students will be significant due to the challenges and limitations of the education system
caused by Covid-19 (Middleton, 2020). The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic could be even
more significant for the rural learner. Rural school administrators need to be prepared to combat
these challenges in the years ahead.
The pandemic influenced the last several months of the 2020-21 academic school year
and continues to provide significant challenges to rural school principals and staff, raising
concerns regarding the potential long-term effects on students. Middleton (2020) explains that
while educators hope to make up for lost interactions with students, instructional time dedicated
to learning opportunities that would have been provided at an earlier time because of
interruptions of the pandemic could cause a ripple effect in the academic future, with students
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falling further behind. Middleton further explains that it is key to determine knowledge and skill
deficits caused by the pandemic to efficiently create a plan to ensure necessary skills and
knowledge are obtained while continuing to push students and provide new learning
opportunities.
The disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic on overall school functions could
further increase inequities among students (Haeck & Lefebvre, 2020). Teachers have
consistently reported that they did not have the proper experience, knowledge, or support to
efficiently transition to online teaching. The lack of time for preparation provided by the onset of
the virus impacted the effectiveness of teachers and their instruction, which had a direct
relationship to student outcomes (Middleton, 2020). It was noted that teachers were inundated
with new responsibilities for providing high-quality learning opportunities for students. These
demands make it more challenging for teachers to respond to their students’ questions and
concerns in the new learning model. The delay in response time caused many students to have
frustration and lose interest in class expectations and responsibilities, which negatively impacted
their progress within their coursework (Mladenova et al., 2020). Teachers also reported a
significant decrease in student participation and assignment completion during periods of
distance learning (Middleton, 2020).
By gaining further understanding of the experiences of the rural school principal during
the Covid-19 pandemic, schools will be better equipped to address the shortfalls the pandemic
caused through constructive intervention. Lawmakers may be inclined to promote and sponsor
legislation targeted at rural learners to address short and long-term problems of the pandemic.
Residents and other stakeholders in rural areas may be encouraged to seek meaningful change to
advocate for rural schools, as they seek remedies to the drawbacks associated with the pandemic.
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The Covid-19 pandemic provided many challenges to school principals, including the
need for digital devices, high-speed Internet, and the required skill and knowledge to efficiently
provide instruction virtually. Non-academic challenges have also been present, including a lack
of opportunities for social interactions among students (Mladenova et al., 2020). Ultimately, all
students deserve and have the right to an equitable and inclusive education. An equitable
education for all students requires an acknowledgment of the importance of equal and inclusive
education while ensuring specific student needs are being met and all students are receiving
high-quality learning opportunities (Stennman & Petterrsson, 2020), which was challenging for
rural schools during the time of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Research Questions
The key questions that guide this inquiry of the leadership experience of rural school
principals during the Covid-19 pandemic are:
RQ 1. What practices did rural school principals find critical in their leadership roles
during Covid-19?
RQ 2. Did school staff perceptions of what was critical in principal leadership roles
during Covid-19 agree with those of the principals themselves?
The study analyzed descriptive data to answer these questions related to the inquiry.
Descriptive research is appropriate for the inquiry found in the study as the research goal is to
“describe current conditions, investigate relationships, and study cause-effect phenomena” of the
principalship throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic (Bloomberg & Volpe, p. 91, 2018). Putman &
Rock (2017) describe the advantages of a descriptive approach, including the flexibility in tools
that can be implemented to collect meaningful data, including surveys. A descriptive method is
appropriate for areas of study needing careful consideration, exploration, and opportunity for
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meaning-making. These considerations were critical, as the study gathered and analyzed data to
further explore the leadership experiences of principals during the Covid-19 Pandemic. The
approach is essential in conducting this research due to the need for capturing and understanding
the principalship experience within the specific time of the pandemic (Rahman, 2017).
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework underpinning this study is McREL’s Balanced Leadership
Framework (Waters et al., 2004). The use of this framework aided the study in conveying a
meaningful research study with the potential to directly impact the planning and decision-making
of rural school principals in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, considering the effects of
the pandemic on rural learners.
Waters et al. (2004) explains that school leadership is crucial as it relates to achievement
and general student outcomes in the educational setting. The McREL Balanced Leadership
Framework is rooted in research, a tool that was developed as a result of multiple studies
spanning several decades (Waters et al., 2004), commonly found both in research and schools for
administrative evaluation. The Balanced Leadership Framework outlines 66 leadership practices
categorized into nine different leadership responsibilities (Waters et al., 2004). The study
analyzes two responsibilities of the framework, communication and responsibility and their
related leadership practices, which are described in greater detail in Chapter 2.
Limitations/Delimitations/Assumptions
A limitation of this study was the lack of prior research on the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic on rural learners.
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A delimitation of this study was that all study participants were volunteers. These
participants may not fully encompass the thoughts and school experiences of all K-12
professionals throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. Findings may not be applicable across
individual schools, as different regions across the state face unique challenges relating to the
pandemic (Starr, 2020).
An assumption of the study was that all study participants answered questions openly and
honestly. The participatory criteria are efficient, assuring that study participants have
experienced the challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic in rural schools.

Definition of Terms
Distance Learning. Students engaging in distance learning receive daily interaction from
their licensed teacher(s), although they are not physically present in a school building (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2020).
Hybrid Learning. Students engaging in hybrid learning receive daily interaction from
their licensed teacher(s) through a combination of distance learning and in-person learning. An
example of this would be a student reporting to a school building on Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday for instruction and receiving instruction virtually on Tuesday and Thursday (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2020).
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Inclusive Education. “A process of addressing and responding to the diversity of needs
of all learners through increasing participation in learning, cultures, and communities, and
reducing exclusion within and from education” (UNESCO, 2005).
In-Person Learning. Students engaging in in-person learning physically report to a
school building each day while respecting social distancing and other safety measures relating to
the pandemic (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020).
Rural. Rural schools are in census-defined rural territory and defined as fringe, distant,
or remote, based on their distance from Urbanized Areas and Urbanized Clusters (US Census
Bureau, 2016).
Summary
Chapter 1 included an introduction and background of the problem, the purpose of the
study, an overview of the population and sample of the study, as well as an overview of the
research questions examined throughout the course of the study. Chapter 2 is a comprehensive
review of literature on the experiences of the rural school principal throughout the Covid-19
pandemic. In Chapter 2, the study will discuss extant literature about rural schools and principal
leadership, particularly as related to McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework. Chapter 3 will
explain the research design and methodology utilized in this study. The following chapters
outline the research conducted within this research study, with Chapter 4 highlighting the study’s
results, while Chapter 5 entails a conclusive summary of the dissertation.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
The purpose of the descriptive study was to explore the experiences of the rural school
leader throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. It is crucial to understand the experiences
of the rural school principals so they can meaningfully move forward in their professional roles
and continue to address the impacts of the pandemic. If school principals can learn from one
another through their shared experience, they may be better equipped to effect meaningful
change, combatting any detriments of the pandemic imposed on rural staff, students, and the
greater community. The chapter reviews the qualities of successful school principals, hardships
of Covid-19, challenges school principals faced in rural areas, historical events that substantially
influenced school leadership, and conceptual framework relationships that support the research,
specifically, McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework.
Search Terms and Process
The literature was surveyed thoroughly utilizing a diverse set of search tools and a variety
of databases. The information below describes the search terms and search tools activated to
complete the literature review:
•

administrators

•

principals

•

leaders

•

leadership

•

McREL Theory

•

Balanced leadership

•

Servant leadership
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•

Adaptive leadership

•

rural

•

education

•

Covid-19

•

pandemic

•

Darrel W. Krueger Library Catalog

•

Education Full Text

•

ERIC (EBSCO)

•

Google Scholar

•

Pioneerland Library System Catalog

Leadership in Times of Normalcy
There is an underwhelming amount of research found on principal leadership in rural
schools (Preston & Barnes, 2017). The amount of research in this area is noteworthy, as
principals in a rural setting face unique challenges specifically based upon the geography of the
district they are leading within.
Preston & Barnes (2017) note that the lack of research in rural leadership is concerning,
as many students across the United States gain their educational experiences in a rural school
district. Within the body of research, it is noted that the role of a rural school principal is not an
easy one, even in times of normalcy. Hansen (2018) describes rural principalship as “complex
and challenging” owing to various factors. The need to absorb additional duties due to budget
constraints and added pressure due to often being the sole leader in the building and the added
pressures and stress that come with being a focal point in the community in which they are
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serving are a few of these factors that add to the challenge of the rural principalship (Hansen,
2018, Klocko & Justice, 2019, Preston et al., 2018). In times of normalcy, the stressors present
in a principal’s role are significant and often overwhelming (Klocko & Justice, 2019), with the
turnover of principals in rural settings being exacerbated by the significant challenges faced
within the rural principalship (Hansen, 2018).
“Successful school rural leadership is founded on the healthy establishment and
maintenance of relationships. More specifically, strong leadership is about nurturing
interpersonal relationships among staff members, parents, students, and community
stakeholders'' (Preston & Barnes, 2017, p. 8). The forming and maintaining of these
relationships with staff, students, and community members, along with consistent and transparent
communication, are all closely related to the success of principals in a rural setting (Preston &
Barnes, 2017). Furthermore, interpersonal communications with students, staff, and other
stakeholders are a key aspect of successful principals in times of normalcy (Berkovich & Eyal,
2017) and maybe even greater importance in times of great challenge.
Factors Impacting Leadership
The role of the school administrator looked dramatically different throughout the 2019-20
and 2020-21 school years when the Covid-19 pandemic dominated decision-making. The
challenges related to the pandemic in the school and communities require constant reassessment,
frequent communication, and transparency with all stakeholders (Marshall et al., 2020).
Although safety for students and staff was always a primary concern for school principals, the
pandemic made school health an overwhelming priority. Administrators worked quickly to form
relationships with local health officials to ensure reopening plans were appropriate and
contingent upon the latest guidance from the Centers of Disease Control, state officials, and other
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public health agencies (Kennedy, 2020b). These new challenges dramatically increased
workloads for educators in response to more restrictive learning models, demanding the
development of new teaching methods, strategies, and lesson plans, which increased the
workload for school principals responsible for the implementation of these new learning models
(Mlandenova, 2020).
Kidson et al. (2020) describe the significant confusion at the commencing of the
pandemic, with extensive direction coming from federal and state governments, the Minnesota
Department of Education, and a variety of health agencies. The confusion further raised the
anxiety level among students, families, staff, and the greater community. As a result, school
principals in rural areas became the face of decision-making in response to the pandemic, not just
for the school but often for the greater community as well. Kidson et al. (2020), Fournier et al.
(2020), and Casserly (2020) describe the timely and transparent communication that is critical
during the time of the pandemic to lessen anxiety and fear among all stakeholders while ensuring
school processes continue to move forward for the benefit of all students.
The health of students, staff, and the community took immediate priority over academic
instruction (Kennedy, 2020b). Stasel (2020) affirms Kennedy’s findings, detailing the nearimmediate shift in focus as Covid-19 began influencing schools in the spring of 2020. Even the
most normal school processes, such as standardized testing, and bond referendums were altered,
looking substantially different, or omitted entirely (Kennedy, 2020a). While safety was always a
priority for school principals, it previously did not control nearly as much attention, focus, and
time developing policies and procedures. School principals suddenly needed to become experts
in safety protocols and measures related to infectious diseases while working tirelessly with area
health agencies to put safety measures and updated procedures in place to protect all stakeholders
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present in the school setting (Kennedy, 2020b). Miller et al. (2020) agreed with Kennedy, finding
that these measures included adjusting the visitor policy for the school, adapting student
schedules to limit opportunities for transmission in hallways, and adding barriers to classrooms
such as plexiglass around students’ and teachers’ desks.
All individuals working in education found their duties, roles, and responsibilities
looking dramatically different at the onset of the pandemic, requiring substantial adjustments in
mindset and practice, which directly influenced the role and level of support required from
building principals (Paterson, 2020; Stasel, 2020). Levinson et al. (2020) also describe the
immense pressures on school administrators to set the tone in their schools and greater
communities related to the importance of safety measures such as mask-wearing and social
distancing. These pressures may be even more profound in rural communities where school
administrators are often well-known within their respective communities. Additionally, Levinson
et al. (2020) and Stasel (2020) describe the challenges administrators face with the frequently
changing guidance from national and state organizations, which force schedules to be modified
and infrastructure to be adapted. For example, the Minnesota Department of Education limited
the number of students present in a space at a given time throughout the 2021-22 school year.
When this guidance was updated, school administrators needed to adjust previously instituted
protocols and schedules, leading to frustration from students, staff, and parents.
In addition, staff and student mental health was a top concern of school principals.
Students report that they are having anxiety when forced to function and learn in distance or
hybrid learning models; not allowing students to be physically in-school, interacting with their
peers and teachers (Paterson, 2020). Mlandenova (2020) highlights that academics are not the
only component suffering in a student’s education during the pandemic. Still, the social factor
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and the opportunity to continue to foster relationships with peers and staff were of equal concern.
Similar to Mlandenova’s claims, Paterson (2020) asserts the importance of principals being
mindful of social needs during the interruption of the pandemic, detailing the need for school
principals and staff to continue developing and strengthening relationships with students
throughout the time of the pandemic. The importance of daily and transparent communication by
school administration during the pandemic is a prevalent theme across the research (Paterson,
2020).
School administrators are suddenly responsible for two completely different forms of
learning: on-site learning for students who are children of essential workers and the majority of
students who are now receiving instruction in a distant, virtual format (Kidson et al., 2020).
Furthermore, the research describes (Kidson et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2020) that staff found
they were unprepared to begin providing instruction to students in a distance-learning format.
While students did not have experience or knowledge in how to learn in this model, they may
have also not had the appropriate technology, access to the Internet, or other pertinent resources
in this newfound educational world brought on by the pandemic.
Although schools continue to make a solid effort to provide high-quality educational
opportunities and services to students throughout the pandemic, some services are challenging to
execute and deliver virtually (Casserly, 2020). Included in these challenges for both the school
and family are Internet connection and the availability of devices (Casserly, 2020; Levinson et
al., 2020). Parks (2020) agrees with the assertions of Casserly and Levinson, finding that the
unavailability of technological devices and a stable Internet connection can severely limit a
student’s progress in a more restrictive learning model dependent upon the use of technology.
Past Events Influencing School Leadership
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September 11 Terrorist Attacks
The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, caused school principals’ priorities to
change instantaneously, with decisions often being made on a reactionary basis to ever-changing
circumstances (Doscher & Normore, 2008). Leadership teams quickly realized they were not
properly prepared to manage a crisis of this magnitude, needing to quickly create and adapt
processes to align with the school’s new focus, the safety of students, staff, families, and the
greater community (Markenson et al., 2005). Research indicates that successful administrators
recognized the importance of developing relationships with community organizations in a timely
manner, such as a relationship between school and public health at the start of a global pandemic,
as partnerships of this nature often lead to unique solutions and positive outcomes for
stakeholders (Doscher & Normore, 2008, Markenson et al., 2005). Keeping students safe became
the sole focus and utmost priority, making communication critical, as school leaders needed to
work quickly while also ensuring that a consistent message was being delivered to families,
detailing the critical nature of “concise, clear, accurate information was present” (Doscher &
Normore, 2008, Markenson et al., p. 42, 2005). Given time of the crisis in 2001, research
indicates the importance of making information available through a variety of outlets, which
included radio, television, and newspapers (Markenson et al., 2005).
H1N1 Pandemic
Although it is difficult to draw comparisons of past events with the influential impact the
Covid-19 Pandemic has brought to the K-12 education system, it is not the first public health
emergency or traumatic event that has impacted the functions of public schools. For example, the
H1N1 Pandemic in 2009 caused schools in several countries to adapt their regular school
schedule. Some adaptations include similar measures to slow the spread of Covid-19, including
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social distancing, staying at home, school closures, and vaccinations. These mitigation tactics
were of extreme importance in school settings with the ability of the virus to spread rapidly
among school-aged students where close contact is a commonality (Glass & Glass, 2008).
Braunack-Mayer et al. (2013) and Nassrullah et al. (2012) explain the importance of school
administrators working closely with public health officials to ensure appropriate and mandated
processes were being followed within the entirety of a school.
Even with a commitment to frequent communication between schools and public health,
there is often significant gaps for schools to fill when developing their safety and health
processes. These gaps often include confusion between community stakeholders and the school
regarding the amount of time needed to quarantine and what is considered an exposure
(Braunack-Mayer et al., 2013; Effler et al., 2010). In addition, guidance and expectations
changed rapidly during the public health emergency, which increased the challenge of consistent
messaging, transparency, and community buy-in and support. It is noteworthy that school
leadership teams who led the effort in the planning and implementation are not experts in public
health emergencies, and specifically, infectious diseases (Braunack-Mayer et al., 2013; Effler et
al., 2010; Nassrullah et al. (2012).
Similar to Braunack-Mayer et al.’s (2013) findings, Sheetz (2010) describes the effects of
the H1N1 Pandemic on schools over a decade ago, sharing many similarities with the Covid-19
Pandemic, including the need to collaborate closely with a variety of professionals and expansion
of leadership teams. With the pandemic’s uncertainty and the lack of expertise school
administrators hold in public health, school nurses suddenly became essential members of
leadership teams across school districts (Sheetz, 2010). With the ever-changing guidance a
pandemic brings, students, staff, and community members need to have support during times of
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uncertainty. Sheetz (2010) describes the role of school nurses, as a tremendous resource as they
receive information from the state, federal, and other leading health organizations and then share
it with school administrators to be instituted into school protocols. Strong school administrative
teams recognize the importance of working with various professionals and organizations,
especially during times of crisis, to ensure students, staff, and the greater community have an
opportunity to be successful.
The research illustrates many similarities regarding the response of school administrators
to the H1N1 Pandemic and the Covid-19 Pandemic. Not being experts in infectious disease,
school principals need to pull in a multitude of experts into their administrative teams that were
previously not present, such as school nurses and county health officials (Sheetz, 2010; Hanafi et
al., 2021). Priorities in both instances were adapted, as focus on student and staff safety took
precedence over student achievement and testing (Ahlstrom et al., 2020; Nasrullah et al., 2012).
During both public health crises, school principals constantly outweigh the continuation of
providing rich opportunities for students while ensuring that students, staff, and the greater
community are kept safe (Levinson et al., 2020; Nasrullah et al., 2012). The impact of the H1N1
Pandemic was not as far-reaching as the Covid-19 Pandemic, with the long-lasting implications
of Covid-19 on the role of a school leader in rural Minnesota being a great possibility.
Rural Leadership
School principals serving in rural areas continue to face unique challenges posed by
Covid-19. Stelmach (2011) illustrates that rural schools are geographically disadvantaged due to
a lower student population, partially due to rural schools receiving a lesser amount of funding,
leaving them with fewer resources to support students. In a normal school year, Stelmach (2011)
explains that the availability and quality of educational programs are a constant challenge in rural
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communities. Wieczorek & Maynard (2018) build on the points of Stelmach, detailing the
unique roles a rural school leader plays in often small and close-knit communities, with
responsibilities extending past the normal workday and branching beyond their direct role in
leading the school building. Many rural students face low academic achievement, lack
motivation, and confront challenging home environments (Rajan, 2019). Zalaznick (2020)
estimates that the more restrictive learning models required by the effects of the pandemic will
have a lasting impact on student achievement, especially in areas where resources are in short
supply. The challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic on rural school principals may lead to
future implications, as the pandemic further challenges the provision of equitable learning
opportunities for K-12 learners in rural settings (Zalaznick, 2020).
The onset of the pandemic exacerbated the academic challenges faced by rural students.
Due to budget challenges and financial constraints caused by lower student populations, school
principals are often forced to serve multiple roles within the school, which can cause students to
receive inadequate services (Nichols et al., 2017). Similar to Nichol’s findings, Pope (2020)
describes the tremendous challenges that rural principals face, including understaffing, lack of
funding, and scarcity of resources, which includes limited access to Internet and lack of
partnerships with community organizations. Unfortunately, these challenges that rural schools
face are amplified during the Covid-19 Pandemic (Pope, 2020). School administrators have
found themselves working with even fewer resources, making decisions under tighter budgets,
and struggling to find substitutes for teachers and support staff during a time when many
professionals were to be out of work frequently due to being ill, taking care of family members
who were ill, or following quarantine protocols (Pope, 2020).
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The Covid-19 pandemic emphasized the challenges that rural principals face, with
inequitable access to the Internet, technological devices, and other resources becoming even less
prevalent (Anderson, 2020). Maintenance and purchase of technology, access to the Internet, and
the cost of the Internet are barriers for rural families and students (Madida et al., 2019). Eaton
(2020) affirms the challenges posed by inequitable access to the Internet and technological
devices, as rural principals worked vigorously to find innovative ways to ensure students have
appropriate access, including installing hot spots on buses to be made available throughout
school communities, and supplying devices. Van Lacker & Parolin (2020) agree with the
findings of Madida et al. and Eaton, detailing the lack of access to strong broadband, which is a
great concern when sending students home during a period where a more restrictive learning
model is required. Nevertheless, school principals continued to work efficiently and quickly to
develop a plan so that their students had appropriate devices, access to the Internet, as well as
other supports and resources to ensure the presence of exceptional learning environments and
equitable learning opportunities for all rural learners (Arko-Achemfuor, 2017; Van Lancker &
Parolin, 2020).
Kaden (2020) articulates that those students living in low-income households often have
more difficulty learning from home due to several factors, which may increase the achievement
gap based upon socioeconomic status. However, academics are not the only concern school
principals hold when examining the effects of the pandemic on students. Food insecurity for
students in low-income households became an immediate priority for principals (Casserly, 2020,
Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020), working closely with foodservice administrators, transportation
officials, and support staff to develop a new system that allows for students and families to
continue to receive nutritious food options even when participating in restrictive learning
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models. School principals remain responsible for the typical systems and functions, but suddenly
have seen their expectations and responsibilities grow exponentially during the Covid-19
Pandemic.
Shifting of the Leadership Paradigm
School principals find that their practices or leadership paradigm may require a shift
spurred by a significant event such as a global pandemic. Both teacherss and administrators
found their roles in education looking much different than in previous school years due to the
influences of the Covid-19 Pandemic (Hanafi et al., 2021). Throughout the pandemic, school
principals find themselves still responsible for their usual, non-pandemic related roles and
responsibilities, including budgeting and all other duties such as discipline, staff development,
and evaluation. However, the pandemic increased the workload and responsibilities of these
principals. It forced them to refocus their efforts on items such as student, staff, and community
physical and mental health and overall well-being (Ahlstrom et al., 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020).
Ahlstrom et al. (2020) explain the dramatic effect the pandemic continues to have on students,
staff, and greater community mental health, with anxiety brought on by the near-constant
uncertainty both personally and professionally during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
Kidson et al. (2020) describe the tireless work school principals invest in supporting all
students and families, which is difficult with schools transitioning to more restrictive learning
models due to the necessity of safety. In addition to the provision of support offerings for
students and families, school principals needed to provide more robust supports to their teaching
and support staff, as they were suddenly forced to adapt and completely transform their entire
methods of teaching, as the school system changed overnight (Kidson et al., 2020; Marshall et
al., 2020). Similarly, Kelly et al. (2020) describe the essentialism of actively supporting staff’s
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emotional well-being and showing gratitude for all their hard work, which one could argue is
even more pertinent in the school years impacted by Covid-19.
School principals are not only concerned about the continuation of academic progress for
each student but also face difficult decisions as it related to the planning of extra-curricular
events such as school proms and graduation. School principals continue to balance student, staff,
and community health while attempting to provide genuine and rich experiences to the student
body that have already endured significant interruption to their academics and school-sponsored
activities (Kennedy, 2020a). School principals who are successful throughout the pandemic
realize the importance of making decisions quickly and communicating these decisions to all
stakeholders (Kidson et al., 2020). These principals continue to learn the immense importance of
flexibility and partnership at the school, regional, and state levels.
Future Implications for the School Leader
The impacts of Covid-19 continue to influence the role of a school leader drastically.
Research indicates that the pandemic may have an even more significant impact on school
principals in the long term, as the disruption brought by the pandemic will be felt for many years
to come (Marshall et al., 2020). Similarly, Anderson (2020) suggests that an already top priority
for school principals, being the achievement gap may become a more considerable concern
because of the pandemic. Although school principals are still working tirelessly to ensure the
safety of students and staff, they need to ensure that students are receiving high-quality
instruction. Additionally, principals continue to guarantee that students have other necessities,
including nutritious meals, proper space to work, and Internet access (Anderson, 2020, Haeck &
Lefebvre, 2020, Harris & Jones, 2020).
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Research shows that school principals quickly needed to adopt new processes, including
virtual administrative meetings, and perhaps meeting more often (Kaden, 2020). Similar to
Kaden’s thoughts, Kelly et al. (2020) find that leadership teams grew substantially in many cases
to include food service directors, school nurses, and perhaps a member of a local public health
agency. The expansion of leadership teams and more frequent meetings may be of great value to
school principals, even while transitioning out of a period of pandemic-driven decision making.
Similar to Kaden and Kelly, Badke (2020) notes that the pandemic has also allowed new
innovations to surface, allowing leadership teams to operate more efficiently and school systems
to better serve all students moving forward. Anderson (2020) describes this ideology in further
detail, explaining the essential nature for school administrators moving forward to capitalize on
the newfound innovations and not lose sight of the strengths to programming and processes
developed out of necessity as a response to the pandemic.
Technology is at the forefront of many changes and innovations in education, as it has
become deeply embedded within school systems. The Covid-19 Pandemic has aggressively set
the stage for more change to come (Badke, 2020). Hall et al. (2020) agrees with Badke on this
finding, detailing the need for school principals to take the lessons learned throughout the time of
the pandemic, to ensure technology is used as a tool to provide equitable opportunities within
their school system, and not further distancing or exacerbating educational opportunities that are
equitable for all learners. Rural school principals need to be ready to not only make necessary
adjustments but to capitalize on the momentum spurred by the pandemic as it relates to
expanding access to technology in schools to ensure their learners are afforded equitable and
meaningful educational experiences.
Leadership Frameworks
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The researcher examines three different leadership frameworks within the review of
literature, including McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework, Servant Leadership, and
Adaptive Leadership. Each of these frameworks shares similarities and is present in K-12
leadership literature. However, McREL’s framework underpins this study due to its direct
relation to K-12 educational leadership, focus on communication and relationships, and
relevancy to the role of the rural school principal both prior to and during the Covid-19
Pandemic. McREL’s Framework bodes well with the methodology employed within the study
with its strong presence in survey research, focus on communication and relationships, and
ability to capture the rural leadership perspective of principals both prior to and during the
Covid-19 Pandemic.
McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework
The Balanced Leadership Framework is prevalent in educational research, evaluation,
and practice. This study found its use critical with its strong connection to the principalship role,
including the relation of the qualities of a successful school leader. McRel’s Balanced
Leadership Framework is utilized across schools in the United States as a basis for administrator
effectiveness and evaluation but is also cited in a plethora of research regarding educational
leadership. The Balanced Leadership Framework consists of 21 leadership responsibilities vital
to the educational leadership profession, with 66 practices or responsibilities included under the
umbrella of the responsibilities that research indicates are implemented by effective school
leaders (Waters & Cameron, 2007). Similarly, Abusham (2018) explains that these
responsibilities are placed into three domains described in the section below. The McREL
Balanced Leadership framework is rooted in research, a tool developed as a result of multiple
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meta-analyses spanning several decades (Waters et al., 2004). The framework is a tool familiar
to both researchers and practitioners in the field.
Focus, magnitude, and purposeful community are the three domains included within the
Balanced Leadership Framework, as seen in Figure 3. Abusham (2018) describes the focus
domain of the framework as leadership characteristics and skills directly associated with student
outcomes. Similarly, Abusham (2018) provides details the magnitude domain, being leadership
skills that influence system-wide change and the ability to shift a culture positively. Lastly,
Abusham explains the purposeful community domain, which includes characteristics of a leader
that allows one to lead in a manner that gathers buy-in from all stakeholders. It is noteworthy that
this framework centers not only on the skills and responsibilities of successful administrators but
to “know why some actions are necessary when they need to be applied, and how to apply them
in classes and schools skillfully” (Cetin & Kinik, 2016).
The study utilizes two facets from the responsibility section, being communication and
relationship along with their related practices. A description from the creators of McREL’s
Balanced Leadership Framework describes these two responsibilities and related leadership
practices in detail. First, communication is described as establishing strong lines of
communication with teachers and among students. Related leadership practices include: easily
accessible to teachers, developing effective means for teachers to communicate with one another,
and maintaining open and effective lines of communication with staff. Additionally, the
relationship responsibility is described as a demonstration of an awareness of personal aspects of
both teachers and staff. Related practices include: remains aware of the personal needs of
teachers, maintaining personal relationships with teachers, being informed about significant
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personal issues within the lives of staff members, and acknowledging significant events in the
lives of staff members. (Waters & Cameron, 2007).
Abusham (2018) utilized the Balanced Leadership Framework in a study examining
prospective leaders’ ability to assure to a leadership role upon completion of their program,
implementing survey research to gather data. The survey questions were in part related to the
framework to gain the data relating to the readiness of current students to enter the field of
educational leadership. Ultimately, Abusham’s study found that an overwhelming majority of
students felt that they were ready to take on the responsibilities of a leadership role upon
completion of their collegiate program. Like Abusham’s study, Cetin and Kinik (2016) utilize
the Balanced Leadership Framework to activate their study employing survey research, including
open-ended questions involving a study sample of secondary teachers, analyzing perceptions of
responsibilities that their administrators hold. In addition, Cetin and Kinik’s (2016) study
employs a research analysis method involving coding the qualitative responses to find common
themes, contrary to the research this study is utilizing. Ultimately, Cetin and Kinik’s research
found that purposeful community is one of the most influential factors related to students’
success within the school building.
Miller et al. (2016) conducted a study similar to Abusham and Cetin & Kinik’s,
employing survey research in partnership with the Balanced Leadership Framework analyzing
elementary principal experiences within their leadership roles. One difference between the study
and others previously described is that Miller et al.’s research also used multiple case study
groups for some time before completing the research with a survey. The results of Miller et al.'s
(2016) study indicate that specific interventions and training that directly relate to McREL’s
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Balanced Leadership Framework increases effectiveness as a school leader through enhanced
knowledge and skill.
After an extensive review of the literature regarding the Balanced Leadership
Framework, the study finds that a framework is a valuable tool in examining school leadership,
underpinning many research studies throughout the twentieth century, specifically survey
research, which this study is employing to gather data directly relating to the rural principalship
experience during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
Servant Leadership
Servant leadership has been a mainstay in the literature for nearly fifty years, with its
presence only increasing within the current body of research (Irving & Berndt, 2017; Kiker et al.,
2019). Greenleaf (1977) describes this framework as being critical for leaders looking to
positively influence culture and the workplace by ensuring all staff feel supported and valued
within their professional role. Kiker et al. (2019) emphasize that a servant leader focuses on
forming and maintaining relationships with stakeholders to ensure their needs are being met
within the workplace. The body of research indicates that when leaders put the needs of their
employees first, morale and performance are heightened (Lee et al., 2020). Al-Mahdy et al.
(2016) suggest that relationships are key in the successful implementation of this framework,
explaining that “in organizations like schools, servant-leader school principals achieve their
priorities and objectives from the inside out, through creating a shared vision and empowering
their followers/teachers to achieve that vision by using their full talents and potential” (AlMahdy et al., 2016, p. 2).
The servant leadership framework is prevalent in the current body of research. For
example, Chiniaria & Bentein’s (2018) study utilized survey research to explore perceptions of
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employees’ feelings towards their superior's activation of servant leadership in a non-education
setting, while Al-Mahdy et al.’s (2016) research implemented a descriptive method to gather
information directly from teachers on their perception of servant leadership and its relation to job
satisfaction in the field of education. Irving & Berndt’s (2017) research in a similar fashion as
Chiniaria & Bentein’s study, utilizing a non-education sample that consisted of employees in a
large healthcare organization. Regardless of differences in participants and methodology, a
common theme found within the research illustrates that the value of the framework is the focus
of the establishment and maintaining of relationships between leaders and stakeholders
(Rofcanin et al., 2021).
Adaptive Leadership
The adaptive leadership framework is rather new in comparison to servant leadership,
originally then, developed and expanded upon in the last twenty-five years, created for use in the
field of business (Nelson & Squires, 2017). Known for its great flexibility, the framework is now
commonly found across fields, including education (Woolard, 2018). Research illustrates its use
not just for administrators in schools but for all stakeholders within the school system, including
teachers, support staff, and students (Nelson & Squires, 2017). The framework is further
described as having a great “focus on collaborative problem-solving utilizing multiple
perspectives, is especially applicable to large organizations faced with solving complex problems
involving many stakeholders” (Nelson & Squires). Woolard (2018) leadership centers around the
idea that “concepts of leadership and change are inseparable.” The framework demands
understanding the difference between technical and adaptive changes if a leader is to be
successful in their role, specifically, analyzing “the fundamental role of nature of the
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organization, questioning the very DNA in which the system of organization runs and operates”
(Woolard, 2018).
The framework can be found in various studies within the current body of research. For
example, Boylan’s (2018) study analyzes the importance of the utilization of the adaptive
leadership framework when growing teacher leaders in a K-12 setting, while Woolard’s (2018)
study utilizing the adaptive leadership framework within his mixed-methods study, analyzing the
effectiveness of the leadership framework via group projects featuring upperclassman at public
four-year universities. Although studies utilizing the framework vary in methodology and
participation, research suggests that the importance of adaptability has been long-standing in the
profession of a school leader, while becoming even more critical in nature in the realm of the
Covid-19 Pandemic (Bagwell, 2020; Nelson & Squires, 2017; Valeras & Cordes, 2020).
Specific challenges demanding an adaptive leadership approach during the Covid-19 Pandemic
include: the rapid changes in learning models, increased workload, and rise in student and staff
emotional health and well-being concerns (Bagwell, 2020).
Research Design
The research study was constructed utilizing a descriptive design. Descriptive research is
deemed the most relevant research for this study, as the study intends to examine the leadership
experiences of study participants by employing survey research. Creswell & Creswell (2018)
describe the importance of descriptive research when analyzing a research question “in which
understanding the factors that explain or relate to an outcome helps the investigator best
understand and explain the problem.” In this case, the experience to be examined is rural
principal leadership during the Covid-19 Pandemic. Participants in this study are rural school
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principals, including elementary, middle, and high school principals, and a certified staff member
working directly with the principals during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
Descriptive research is the preferred research method for the study due to collecting and
analyzing information directly received from study participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
The researcher finds the value in the study by gathering the data in a cross-sectional manner,
ensuring that participants all respond to the survey within a specific period (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Additionally, descriptive methods allow for a sampling of participants to be
activated, along with efficient collection and analysis of data directly associated with the
research question (Grady, 1998). The researcher will analyze the data upon completion of the
surveys utilizing Qualtrics to illustrate the study’s findings.
Survey research is essential to this study, as Bloomberg & Volpe (2018) explain that it
allows the researcher an accessible means of interacting with the research participants who are
“broadly dispersed,” or in the case of this study, rural school principals and certified staff
members spanning several counties across rural Minnesota. Salmons (2017) describes the
advantage of eliciting responses via electronic surveys, allowing for data to be gathered on the
participants’ own time asynchronously. Survey research is the favored method in this study
compared to case studies, interviews, or other means of data collection due to the inability of
these methodologies to capture the perception of many study participants from a wide
geographical area, which is essential to this research. Additionally, with forty survey
participants, twenty principals, and twenty certified staff members, surveys offer an accurate,
efficient, and timely solution compared to case studies or interviews. Lastly, the survey utilized
within this study will require a commitment of approximately five minutes which participants
can do on their own time; this increases the likelihood of study participation. Where a case study
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or interview requires a much more significant commitment of time, the inability to complete the
research task on time increases (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Grady, 1998).
Conclusions
Through the literature review, several themes emerged. Rural school principals meet
great challenges in leading throughout a global pandemic. Through the review, there are
comparisons that can be drawn between leadership throughout the H1N1 Pandemic and the
Covid-19 Pandemic, even if these comparisons are not of great significance. For example, in
both cases, a key leadership role is working closely with public health officials to ensure
appropriate processes are being followed to ensure the safety of students and staff (Mayer et al.,
2013; Nassrullah et al., 2012; Superville, 2020). In addition, the literature review found that the
pandemic may further exacerbate the challenges faced by school principals working in rural
schools. The research illustrates that rural schools are disadvantaged geographically in times of
normalcy due to less funding and resources (Stelmach, 2011), with Harris & Jones (2020)
finding challenges may be increased due to fewer resources and the unique dynamics of rurality
and its effect on schools.
The literature review finds that the challenges school principals face while leading during
the Covid-19 Pandemic are unprecedented. School principals’ roles and responsibilities
transformed nearly overnight (Kidson et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2020)., with an immense
amount of pressure to continue to set the tone within their respective schools while leading with
positivity and instituting completely unfamiliar procedures and processes such as safety
measures including mask-wearing and social distancing (Levinson et al., 2020). With guidance
continuously changing, principals continue to adapt and ensure students and staff are kept safe
while also ensuring all stakeholders feel heard, are supported, and continue to have the resources
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and tools to be successful, even during a great time of challenge (Levinson et al., 2020; Stasel,
2020). The literature review illustrates not just short-term changes in rural school leadership but
perhaps a changing landscape for leadership in the years ahead due to influences of the Covid-19
Pandemic (Marshall et al., 2020). The study finds that the achievement gap may become an even
greater focus of school principals moving forward, with the need for more restrictive learning
models perhaps further exacerbating the achievement gap found within rural schools (Anderson,
2020).
Research indicates that the pandemic may have an even greater impact on school
principals in the long term, as the disruption brought by the pandemic is significant and will be
felt for many years to come (Marshall et al., 2020). Anderson (2020) also suggests that an
already top priority for school principals may become a more considerable concern because of
the pandemic, that being the achievement gap. Although school principals are still working
tirelessly to ensure the safety of students and staff; they need to make sure that students are
receiving high-quality instruction while also working to guarantee that students have other
necessities, including nutritious meals, proper space to work, Internet access, etc. (Anderson,
2020, Haeck & Lefebvre, 2020, Harris & Jones, 2020).
The literature review finds using McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework is critical in
this research study. Specifically, MCREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework is present in
several research studies utilizing survey research, which is pertinent to the study (Cetin & Kinik,
2016; Abusham, 2018; Miller et al., 2016).
Summary
Rural school principals face great challenges in times of normalcy; however, these
challenges were amplified throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic. Although the recent onset of the
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pandemic is not the first public health emergency that has influenced public schools, it may be
the most significant. The H1N1 Pandemic influenced schools similarly to Covid-19, but not as
significantly. For example, the H1N1 Pandemic forced social mitigation measures such as
distancing, use of barriers, school closures, and vaccinations (Braunack-Mayer et al., 2013), but
not nearly to the extent as the Covid-19 Pandemic. Due to the Covid-19 Pandemic, the role of the
school administrator will change rapidly as the leadership paradigm shifts in schools. School
principals found their roles in education looking much different overnight (Hanafi et al., 2021).
Currently, school principals find themselves still responsible for their regular, non-pandemic
related roles and responsibilities while gaining others, including a refocusing of efforts as
suddenly the overall safety, health, and well-being of students and staff is the top priority
(Ahlstrom et al., 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020).
Rural school principals have unique challenges, especially throughout a global
pandemic. Leading in a small and close-knit community often entails additional responsibilities
that extend past the normal school day (Weiczorek & Maynard, 2018). Additionally, research
indicates that many rural students face low academic achievement, lack motivation, and face
challenging home environments (Rajan, 2019). Thus, the role of the rural school administrator
may have not just been altered in the short term, but the Covid-19 Pandemic may influence the
role of a rural school administrator for years post-pandemic. For example, Zalaznick (2020)
estimates that the more restrictive learning models required by the effects of the pandemic will
have a lasting impact on student achievement, especially in areas where resources are in short
supply, continuing to alter the focus and roles of the school leader. In addition, the pandemic
may cause the achievement gap to continue to widen at an exceptionally accelerated rate, which
is a great concern for rural school principals (Anderson, 2020).

51

The sole framework analyzed throughout the literature review that is key within the scope
of the study is McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework, which describes 21 leadership
responsibilities and 66 practices included under the responsibilities, implemented by effective
school leaders (Waters & Cameron, 2007). The framework describes the key attributes of a
successful school leader and also details “why some actions are necessary when they need to be
applied, and how to apply them in classes and schools skillfully” (Cetin & Kinik, p. 675, 2016).
It is used as a guide to what successful school administrators do, which is essential when
analyzing the leadership experiences of school principals in a challenging time. The study
focuses on only two responsibilities of the framework, communication and responsibility. The
framework underpinned the research study, applying directly to the research question and the
experiences of the rural school principal throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic.
As seen through the literature review, most previous studies utilizing the McREL
Balanced Leadership framework utilize a descriptive approach, often implementing survey
research in educational settings, supporting its use in this study. Descriptive research is essential
in this study, as it is crucial when seeking to reach a moderate sample size, allowing for ease of
use in reaching participants, and both gathering and analyzing data (Grady, 1998). Lastly, survey
research is chosen in the study to reach a wide array of study participants. It allows participants
to participate asynchronously (Salmons, 2017), which improves the response rate and gathering
of data. The methodology of this study is described in further detail in Chapter 3. Specifically,
the methodology, including research design, sample collection, data collection procedures, and
data analysis, are included in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3. Research Methodology
The Covid-19 pandemic has continued to put constraints on rural education
administrators. In an already demanding role, the pandemic has forced school principals to adjust
priorities, as the safety and health of students, staff, and the greater community is now the
principal’s primary focus. The main concerns of administrators entail the assurance of equitable
learning opportunities for all students within the system while meeting the basic needs of all
learners and families in a safe, educational environment. These priorities significantly altered the
role of a rural school leader throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic and perhaps permanently.
Chapter 3 includes a description of the methodology used in the study and consists of the
research questions to be answered, a description of the research methodology embedded within
the study, and details of the population and sample selection. Included are the data sources,
measures of validity, and both data collection and analysis procedures. The ethical considerations
and limitations of the study are then described. Chapter 3 then concludes with a summary of the
methodologies employed within the study.
Research Design
The study employed exploratory measures to analyze the experiences of the rural school
leader throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic, utilizing survey responses to explore the
experiences and perspectives of both principals and certified staff members (Ch et al., 2017). The
study aimed to specifically examine the potential effects of the pandemic on rural school
principals, so that individuals in these roles can provide appropriate leadership in the future and
plan to address shortfalls in student outcomes and other challenges through careful planning and
targeted intervention. Stebbins (2001) explains that exploratory research is essential when there
is little knowledge about a specific problem, which bodes well for a specific study due to the
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newness of the Covid-19 pandemic. The goal of exploratory research is “the production of
inductively derived generalizations about the group, process, activity, or situation under study”
(Stebbins, 2001). Stebbins further explains that exploratory research is the favored approach
when there has been little study of participants’ experiences, which fits the target of the study.
The study used surveys to gather data relating to the research problem. Ponto (2015)
explains that gathering data from individuals via surveys has been used for many years in
scholarly research. Surveys provide a highly effective means of collecting insights from a
representative sample and are an efficient distribution tool. The researcher provided targeted
questions to principals and staff of rural schools at the time of the Covid-19 pandemic with a
survey administered by Qualtrics that assisted in finding answers to the posed research question.
Dillman et al. (2014) found that the visual aspects are of immense importance, including the font
size, order of questions on the survey, and general organization. The study used a Likert scale
design, allowing participants to report their response on a sliding scale, with “1” representing
“strongly disagree” and “6” representing “strongly agree.” The survey includes twenty questions
relating to principal leadership experience throughout the pandemic and the practices employed
to remain effective in a challenging time. The wording of these questions was based upon
McREL’s Balanced Leadership framework developed by Waters et al. (2004).
To be able to draw accurate generalizable conclusions from the data targeting the study’s
rural participants, it was critical to have a viable sample (Ponto, 2015). The study aimed to
survey twenty rural principals, and twenty rural certified staff members, allowing for an adequate
sample (Ponto, 2015). The administrators surveyed served their respective schools at the time of
the Covid-19 pandemic as either an elementary or secondary principal. The individuals surveyed
held leadership or teaching roles in rural schools in southwest and west-central Minnesota.

54

Research Questions
The central research questions that guide this study are:
RQ 1. What practices did rural school principals find critical in their leadership roles
during Covid-19?
RQ 2. Did school staff perceptions of what was critical in principal leadership roles
during Covid-19 agree with those of the principals themselves?
Population and Sample Selection
The population for the sample was school principals and staff serving in rural Minnesota
from 18 counties, spanning over 12,500 square miles, in the southwest part of the state during the
time of the Covid-19 Pandemic.
Sample Size
The descriptive study included forty participants in the research, including twenty
principals and twenty certified staff members. The sample included twenty principals and twenty
certified staff members working in 16 rural school districts across southwest Minnesota. The
researcher believes that a participatory goal of twenty school principals and correlating school
staff will achieve data saturation. The consensus theory approach states a researcher can provide
relevance and applicability to similar subject areas when smaller groups of participants are
selected for a research study to specifically target a specific population of individuals (Romney
et al., 1986), or in the study, school principals in rural Minnesota.
Study participants were actively serving in a leadership role throughout the 2020-21
school year or working directly with one of the principal participants as a certified staff member.
Because the study wants to obtain the shared experiences of individuals during the pandemic. ,
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the researcher believes this is especially advantageous in this study due to the busy, everchanging schedules of school principals that will predicate in this research. Participants are
serving as elementary, middle, or high school principals during the Covid-19 Pandemic. At the
time of the study, these individuals had been in a similar role in education anywhere from one to
25 years, with most study participants having spent most of their careers in teaching and
leadership roles.
Sampling Criteria
Purposive sampling is an effective means of securing participants for this study. This
sampling method allows the study flexibility and can be seen as a pragmatic solution (Benoot et
al., 2016). Additionally, purposive sampling is appropriate when researchers are not “seeking a
single ‘correct’ answer, but rather examining the complexity of different conceptualizations”
(Benoot et al., 2016). Bloomberg & Volpe (2018) describe the benefit of purposeful sampling by
stating that it is well-used in research where the selection of “information-rich cases” is pertinent
to the study, with the goal of the study being to gain a strong understanding of the problem under
examination, or in the case of this study, the leadership experiences of principals during the
Covid-19 Pandemic.
Informed Consent and Confidentiality
The study provided confidentiality throughout the study for all participants. All
participants in the study were provided informed consent information as part of the first question
of the survey, which explicitly outlined the steps the study was taking to ensure their
confidentiality. The survey gathered demographic and perceptual information through the
surveys sent to each participant. The information was kept in a private and secure setting, and
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only non-identifiable information that would not breach a participant's confidentiality was
disclosed within the study.
The study received written consent from each participant prior to the survey. The study
took a series of pertinent steps to ensure the confidentiality and privacy of study participants.
Surveys were sent and administered utilizing a secure means of technology via Qualtrics.
Responses to the surveys were kept in a secure online environment. The researcher received
approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to commencing the study.
Data Collection Tool
The participants in the study were elementary, middle, or high school principals and
certified staff members working directly with the selected principals serving rural Minnesota
schools throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic, primarily the 2020-21 school year. Specifically, the
participants work as principals or certified staff members in schools in 16 different school
districts across southwest Minnesota.
Surveys are administered to participants and utilized as the sole means of data collection.
Bloomberg & Volpe (2018) state several advantages of survey research, including the ease of
administration and data gathering from study participants. Twenty principals and twenty certified
staff will be surveyed as part of the research study. The surveys include several questions
centering around their principalship experience during Covid-19 and what made them successful,
aiding the researcher in obtaining data directly related to the participants’ unique experiences
while guiding their educational institutions through the pandemic (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2018).
Reliability and Validity
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With respect to the reliability of the research, it is crucial for the surveys to be shared and
completed within a short timeframe, because of the ever-changing circumstances brought by the
pandemic. The study aims to capture the experiences of the respondents at the same, shared place
in time. There are two methodological limitations relating to this study. The first and most
prominent limitation was the lack of previous research on the topic. Due to the recentness of the
Covid-19 Pandemic, there are few studies focusing on the experiences of rural school principals
throughout the time of the pandemic. The second limitation of the study involves the
participants. The focus of the study is gaining the participation of rural Minnesota school
principals and certified staff members supervised by those principals, which may not allow for
strong generalizability to different roles or settings.
Data Collection Procedure
The study employed the use of surveys to gather data from study participants. Surveys
were sent to the school principals and staff through an invitation via their professional email
accounts. The email message included a link to the survey, a short bibliography of the researcher,
a description of the research, and a thank you note directed at participants in consideration of
their time, effort, and dedication to the study. The researcher sent surveys to participants via
Qualtrics, an online system preferred for its ease of use for research and participants. The format
allowed the researcher to send the survey and receive complete responses in an efficient and
timely manner, all while keeping data secure and providing participant confidentiality. Appendix
C includes the survey provided to study participants, with the first seven questions gathering
general information including name, role, and amount of experience in the role. Ensuing
questions sought more specific data detailing the effectiveness of the principal's leadership
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within their respective buildings during the pandemic. It was estimated that the survey would
take participants 3-5 minutes to complete.
Carter et al. (2014) explain that researchers most often employ their primary data
collection method based upon the question they are exploring through the research. The
researcher deemed a survey would be the most appropriate and efficient means of collecting data
related to the research question of this study. The method of collection allows the study to gather
data asynchronously, as participants could participate at their leisure (Salmons, 2017). The
survey method allowed the participants an adequate amount of time to reflect on their
experiences and provide a meaningful response to each of the questions. Additionally, the
researcher ensured that their contact information would be readily available to participants if
they had any questions or concerns with the survey process.
All school principals and certified staff members participating in the study were
provided an opportunity for informed consent as part of the first question of the survey, which
explicitly outlined the steps the study was taking to protect their confidentiality. The survey
gathered demographic and perceptual information through the surveys sent to each participant.
Data Analysis
The study used survey questions embedded with a six-point Likert scale to efficiently
analyze data directly related to the research question, identifying trends found within the
numerical data to gain perspective on what practices rural school principals and members of their
certified staff found critical to successful leadership during the Covid-19 Pandemic. The
researcher analyzed the data gathered through Qualtrics, seeking to find relationships among
responses of all study participants, including relationships between principal and staff responses,
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emulating a 360-degree approach to finding trends within the responses directly related to the
principal leadership practices of communication and relationships.
Summary
The purpose of this descriptive research study was to explore the experiences of the rural
school principal throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. Specifically, the experiences of
principals serving rural schools in Minnesota. Chapter 3 addressed the methodology of the study,
providing context relating to the research questions, data collection, data analysis, and other
components relating to the methodological approach. Chapter 4 showcases the findings of this
qualitative research study.
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Chapter 4. Analysis and Results
Chapter 4 includes a review of the research questions underpinning the research,
description of the sample, and an overview of how the raw data was prepared for analysis. In
addition, a description of how the data was analyzed, and a thorough study of the results can be
found in chapter 4.
Description of Sample
The survey garnered a total of 51 complete responses. Forty of these responses were
working principal/staff pairings, which is the target of the research. The other responses of the
survey included two individual responses from staff and nine individual responses from
principals. The researcher only analyzed the 20 pairings of data within the research. The
responses directly agreed with the purpose of the study and research questions, emulating a 360degree focus between administrator and staff member.
The descriptive study included 40 participants in the research; 20 principals and 20
certified staff members. Study participants were actively serving in a leadership role in rural
Minnesota schools throughout the 2020-21 school year or working directly with one of the
principal participants as a certified staff member. At the time of the study, these individuals have
been in education anywhere from one year to 25 years. Study participants have spent most of
their careers in teaching and leadership roles.
Raw Data
The data was gathered utilizing an online survey tool. Once all necessary responses were
obtained, the survey was closed. The raw data was then transferred out of the data-management
system and into a spreadsheet where the researcher created a variety of reports that directly
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related to the research questions. Omitted from the report were two individual staff responses
and nine individual principal responses. The researcher then created reports specific to principal
and staff pairing responses, and principal and staff responses in isolation. Once these reports
were created the data was sufficiently prepared for analysis.
Results
The survey was sent out to 73 principals throughout southwest region of Minnesota in
November 2021. The number of individuals responding to the survey throughout the two week
period was 51, with 29 principal responses. Twenty-two staff members completed the survey,
resulting in 20 complete principal/staff pairings, which was the participation target for the study.
Demographics
The data gathered in the survey includes demographic information of participants,
including gender, age, ethnicity, name of the school district working in, current role, number of
years worked in their current role, and the student population of current district. The participants
of the survey provided the following demographic information: 20 females, 20 males; two
between the age of 20-29, six between the ages of 30-39, 19 between the ages of 40-49, 12
between the ages of 50-59, and one between the ages of 60-69; all were Caucasian; 20 different
rural school districts, eight K-6 principals, seven high school principals, five K-12 principals,
nine K-6 staff, seven high school staff, and four K-12 staff.
Additionally, demographic data gathered in the survey include the number of years
worked in the current role including seven principals between 1-3 years, seven principals
between 4-7 years, four principals between 8-11 years, two principals with 16 or more years of
experience. One staff experience between 1-3 years, four staff between 4-7 years, three staff
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between 8-11 years, two staff between 12-15 years, and ten staff with 16 or greater years of
experience. Three pairings of principals/staff working in a district of 101-300 students, two
pairings of principals/staff working in a district of 301-500 students, nine pairings of
principals/staff working in a district of 501-700 students, four pairings of principals/staff
working in a district of 701-900 students, and two pairings of principals/staff working in a
district with 900 or more students.
Beyond the demographic data collected, the survey tool included ten different statements,
asking principals to evaluate these statements utilizing a six-point Likert scale.
Principal/Staff Perceptions
Communication with Students/Families
Figure 1 illustrates the results of questions eight and nine found in the survey utilizing a
side-by-side comparison. The questions asked principals whether communication with students
and their families both during and prior to the pandemic was present. When asked about the
communication with students and their families prior to the pandemic, principals responded at a
rate of 10% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 65% agreed, and 25% strongly agreed.
When asked about the communication with students and their families during the pandemic,
principals responded that 10% slightly agreed with the statement, 50% agreed, and 40% strongly
agreed. The responses indicate that overall, the principals surveyed believe that communication
between principals and families was more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
Additionally, question eight of the survey asked staff whether communication with
students and their families prior to the pandemic was present with building principals. Staff
responded at a rate of 15% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 50% agreed, and 35%
strongly agreed. When staff were asked whether communication with students and their families
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during the pandemic was present with building principals, 35% responded that they agreed with
the statement, and 65% strongly agreed.
Figure 1

Communication with Staff
Figure 2 illustrates the results of questions 10 and 11 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. The questions asked principals whether communication with staff both
during and prior to the pandemic was present. When asked whether communication with staff
was present prior to the pandemic, principals responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly agreed
with the statement, 65% agreed, and 30% strongly agreed. When asked whether communication
with staff during the pandemic was present, principals responded at a rate of 55% that they
agreed, and 45% strongly agreed. The responses indicate overall, the principals surveyed believe
that communication between principals and staff was more prevalent during the pandemic than
prior.
In addition, when staff were asked whether communication with staff prior to the
pandemic was present with building principals, staff responded at a rate of 10% that they slightly
agreed with the statement, 45% agreed, and 45% strongly agreed. When staff were asked
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whether this communication was present during the pandemic, 40% of staff responded that they
agreed, and 60% strongly agreed.
Figure 2

Communication with the School Nurse
Figure 3 illustrates the results of questions 12 and 13 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. The questions asked principals whether communication with the school
nurse both during and prior to the pandemic was present. When asked if the communication was
present prior to the pandemic, principals responded at a rate of 30% that they slightly agreed
with the statement, 50% agreed, and 20% strongly agreed. When asked whether communication
with the school nurse was present during the pandemic, principals responded at a rate of 5% that
they slightly agreed with the statement, 35% agreed, and 60% strongly agreed. The responses
indicate overall, the principals surveyed believe that communication between school nurses and
principals was substantially more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
In addition, when staff were asked whether communication with the school nurse prior to
the pandemic was present with the building principal, they responded at a rate that they slightly
disagreed with the statement, 25% slightly agreed, 50% agreed, and 25% strongly agreed. When
staff were asked whether communication with the school nurse during the pandemic was present,
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they responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 20% agreed, and 75%
strongly agreed.
Figure 3

Communication with Other Leaders
Figure 4 illustrates the results of questions 14 and 15 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. The questions asked principals whether communication with other school
leaders both during and prior to the pandemic was present. When asked about the
communication with other leaders prior to the pandemic, principals responded with a rate of 10%
that they slightly agreed with the statement, 65% agreed, and 25% strongly agreed. When asked
about communication with other leaders during the pandemic, principals responded with a rate of
5% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 50% agreed, and 45% strongly agreed. The
responses indicate overall, the principals surveyed believe that communication between
principals and other leaders was more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
Additionally, staff were asked whether communication with other leaders was present
with the building principal prior to the pandemic. Staff responded at a rate of 10% that they
slightly agreed with the statement, 40% agreed, and 50% strongly agreed. When asked whether
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communication with other leaders was present with the building principal during the pandemic,
staff responded at a rate of 20% that they agreed with the statement, and 80% strongly agreed.
Figure 4

Availability to Students/Families
Figure 5 illustrates the results of questions 16 and 17 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. When principals were asked whether they were available to students and
their families prior to the pandemic, they responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly agreed with
the statement, 55% agreed, and 40% strongly agreed. When asked whether principals were
available to students and their families during the pandemic, principals responded at a rate of
20% that they slightly agreed, 50% agreed, and 30% strongly agreed. The responses indicate
overall, the principals surveyed believe that their availability to students and their families was
less prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
Furthermore, question five of the survey asked staff whether building principals were
available to students and their families prior to the pandemic. Staff responded at a rate of 15%
that they slightly agreed with the statement, 35% agreed, and 50% strongly agreed. When asked
whether building principals were available to students and their families during the pandemic,
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staff responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 35% agreed, and 60%
strongly agreed.
Figure 5

Availability to Staff
Figure 6 illustrates the results of questions 18 and 19 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. When principals were asked whether they were available to staff prior to the
pandemic, they responded at a rate of 65% that they agreed with the statement, and 35% strongly
agreed. When asked whether they were available to staff during the pandemic, principals
responded at a rate of 10% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 40% agreed, and 50%
strongly agreed. The responses indicate overall, the principals surveyed believe that their
availability to staff was nearly equal during the pandemic than prior.
When staff were asked whether building principals were available to staff prior to the
pandemic, they responded at a rate of 10% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 40%
agreed, and 50% strongly agreed. When asked whether building principals were available to staff
during the pandemic, staff responded at a rate of 10% that they slightly agreed with the
statement, 25% agreed, and 65% strongly agreed.
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Figure 6

Awareness of Personal Needs of Students/Families
Figure 7 illustrates the results of questions 20 and 21 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. When principals were asked whether they were aware of the personal needs
of students and their families prior to the pandemic, 15% slightly agreed with the statement, 70%
agreed, and 15% strongly agreed. When asked whether they were aware of the personal needs of
students and their families during the pandemic, principals responded at a rate of 5% that they
slightly agreed with the statement, 55% agreed, and 40% strongly agreed. The responses indicate
overall, the principals surveyed believe that their awareness of the personal needs of students and
their families was more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
Furthermore, when staff were asked whether building principals were aware of the
personal needs of students and their families prior to the pandemic, they responded at a rate of
15% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 35% agreed, and 50% strongly agreed. When
asked whether building principals were aware of the personal needs of students and their families
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during the pandemic, staff responded at a rate of 5% who slightly agreed with the statement.
Meanwhile 40% of staff agreed and 55% strongly agreed.
Figure 7

Acknowledgment of Personal Issues with Staff
Figure 8 illustrates the results of questions 22 and 23 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. When asked whether they were aware of the personal needs of staff prior to
the pandemic, they responded at a rate of 20% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 65%
agreed, and 15% strongly agreed. When asked whether they were aware of the personal needs of
staff during the pandemic, they responded at a rate of 55% that they agreed, and 45% strongly
agreed. The responses indicate overall, the principals surveyed believe that their awareness of the
personal needs of staff was significantly more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
In addition, staff were asked whether building principals were aware of the personal
needs of staff prior to the pandemic, and responded at a rate of 5% slightly disagreed, 10%
slightly agreed, 40% agreed, and 45% strongly agreed. When asked whether building principals
were aware of the personal needs of staff during the pandemic, staff responded at a rate of 40%
that they agreed, and 60% strongly agreed.
Figure 8
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Acknowledgment of Personal Issues With Students/Families
Figure 9 illustrates the results of questions 24 and 25 found in the survey utilizing a sideby-side comparison. When principals were asked whether their acknowledgment of significant
personal issues in the lives of students and their families prior to the pandemic was present, they
responded at a rate of 20% that they slightly agreed with the statement, 60% agreed, and 20%
strongly agreed. When asked whether their acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the
lives of students and their families during the pandemic was present, principals responded at a
rate of 15% that they slightly agreed with the statement. Meanwhile, 55% agreed, and 30%
strongly agreed. The responses indicate that overall, the principals surveyed believe that their
acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the lives of students and their families prior to
the pandemic was slightly more prevalent during the pandemic than prior.
Furthermore, staff were asked whether principal acknowledgment of significant personal
issues in the lives of students and their families during the pandemic was present and responded
at a rate of 5% that they slightly disagreed with the statement, 5% slightly agreed, 35% agreed,
and 50% strongly agreed. When staff were asked staff whether building principals'
acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the lives of students and their families during
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the pandemic was present, they responded at a rate of 10% that they slightly agreed with the
statement, 30% agreed, and 60% strongly agreed.
Figure 9

Recognition of Staff’s Work
Figure 10 illustrates the results of questions 26 and 27 found in the survey utilizing a
side-by-side comparison. When principals were asked whether the recognition of staff for their
hard work prior to the pandemic was present, they responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly
agreed with the statement, 45% agreed, and 20% strongly agreed. When asked whether the
recognition of staff for their hard work during the pandemic was present, they responded at a rate
of 15% that they slightly disagreed, 50% slightly agreed, 40% agreed, and 5% strongly agreed.
Furthermore, staff were asked whether principals recognized staff for their hard work
prior to the pandemic and responded at a rate of 5% that they disagreed with the statement, 15%
slightly disagreed, 40% agreed, and 35% strongly agreed. When staff were asked whether
principals' recognition of staff for their hard work during the pandemic was present. Staff
responded at a rate of 5% that they slightly disagreed with the statement, and 20% agreed.
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Figure 10

Description of Principal and Staff Data
A thorough study of the principal and staff data was completed to fulfill a 360-degree
approach to the research study. Through the review, it was found that responses from individual
principal/staff pairings had a relationship. In addition, the complete principal and staff data had a
relationship. The complete data gathered from principals and staff found 31 total instances where
the response between the principal and staff member varied two levels of response. For example,
a staff member indicated that they “slightly agreed” with a statement, and a principal indicated
that they “strongly agreed” with a statement. The differentiation of responses found within each
question can be seen below. There were four instances within these 31 responses where there
was an even greater discrepancy, differing in three levels of response. In these cases, the
responses differed from a response of one participant signaling they “slightly disagreed” while
the other participant “strongly agreed.” Relationships found between individual principal/staff
responses were strong, with only 31 discrepancies found among the 20 total principal/staff
pairings, an average of 1.55 discrepancies between each pair. A detailed listing of the number of
discrepancies for each pairing can be found below. It is important to note that seven
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principal/staff pairings had no discrepancies greater than one level, and five principal/staff
pairings had only one discrepancy greater than one level.
Figure 11
Figure 11 details the number of responses that differed by two or three response levels on
the Likert scale. For example, a difference in two levels indicates a staff member or principal
responding with “strongly agree,” while the corresponding staff member of principal responds
with “slightly agree.” A difference in three levels indicates a staff member or principal
responding with “strongly agree,” while the corresponding staff member of principal responds
with “slightly disagree.”

Figure 12
Figure 12 details the total differentiation of individual principal and staff responses.
There are two discrepancies between the principal data and staff data. The discrepancies can be
found with responses through question sets on the survey five and 15 and question sets ten and
20. Questions five and 15 on the survey analyzed the principal’s availability to students and their
families prior to and during the pandemic, while questions ten and 20 analyzed the principals’
recognition of staff for their hard work prior to and during the pandemic. In questions five and
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15, principals’ responses indicated that they were less available to students and their families
during the pandemic compared to prior, where staff members perceived that principals had
greater availability to students and their families during the pandemic compared to prior. In
Questions ten and 20, principals’ responses indicated that their recognition of staff hard work
during the pandemic was less prevalent compared to prior, while staff perceived that principals’
recognition of staff for their hard work was significantly more prevalent during the pandemic
compared to prior.

Summary
Chapter four summarizes the findings and analysis of data obtained from 20 principals
who served in a leadership capacity during the Covid-19 pandemic, specifically the 2020-21
school year, and 20 staff members that these principals supervised. Seven demographic questions
were included on the survey and 20 questions associated with a Likert scale that examined the
leadership of rural principals both prior and during the Covid-19 pandemic, with an emphasis on
communication and responsibility, which are two responsibilities included within the Balanced
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Leadership Framework (Waters et al., 2004). The figures and written descriptions within this
chapter outline the information gathered from the forty respondents that participated in the
survey. In Chapter five an analysis of the results and recommendations for further research can
be found.

76

Chapter 5. Discussion and Conclusions
The purpose of the research was to explore the experiences of the rural school leader
throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. Chapter five includes a review of the research
questions and results of study, discussions, conclusions, and future research recommendations.
Introduction
Rural school principals have a complex role in times of normalcy (Biddle & Azano,
2016). The challenges and uncertainties of the Covid-19 pandemic have only intensified the
challenges a rural school principal meets, with schools pausing in-person learning across the
United States in March 2020. Due to the growing concerns of Covid-19 and its effects on staff
and students, administrators were forced to quickly analyze their ability to provide meaningful
educational experiences to their students in a remote learning setting (Harris & Jones 2020;
Yang, 2020). Understanding the experiences of rural school principals during the Covid-19
pandemic was key to providing meaningful education to current administrators and future
administrators as it relates to leadership in times of normalcy and challenge. In Chapter 5, the
study results will be discussed, implications of the results, and topics for further research. School
leaders must understand the value of their leadership, including an awareness of the perceptions
owned by those that they lead.
Research Questions and Design
Exploratory measures were utilized to examine the experience of the rural school leader
throughout the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. The study aimed to examine the rural principal
leadership experience during the Covid-19 pandemic so that individuals in these roles can
provide appropriate and meaningful leadership to address future shortfalls in student outcomes
and other challenges through careful planning and targeted intervention. McREL’s Balanced
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Leadership Framework promotes the qualities of a successful building principal. The framework
outlines successful principal leadership through 21 leadership responsibilities, with 66 practices
included under the umbrella of the responsibilities (Abusham, 2018, Waters & Cameron, 2007;
Waters et al., 2004). The study focused on two facets from the responsibility section, including
communication and relationship, along with related practices. In examining findings gathered
from the survey tool, it was found that the qualities examined in the research had a greater
presence in leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Examination of Research Questions
RQ 1. What practices did rural school principals find critical in their leadership roles
during Covid-19?
RQ 2. Did school staff perceptions of what was critical in principal leadership roles
during Covid-19 agree with those of the principals themselves?
The data provides evidence that the presence of communication, availability, awareness,
and recognition increased during the Covid-19 Pandemic, compared to prior to the pandemic.
Results of Study
McRel’s Balanced Leadership Framework is utilized across schools in the United States
as a basis for administrator effectiveness and evaluation, cited in a plethora of research regarding
educational leadership. The Balanced Leadership Framework consists of 21 leadership
responsibilities vital to the educational leadership profession. The responsibilities detail 66
practices or responsibilities that research indicates are implemented by effective school leaders
(Waters & Cameron, 2007). Similarly, Abusham (2018) explains that these responsibilities are
placed into three domains: focus, magnitude, and purposeful community. The study utilizes two
facets from the framework, communication, and relationship, and the related practices of each
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these facets. Communication is described as establishing strong lines of interaction with teachers
and students. Related leadership practices include: being easily accessible to teachers,
developing effective means for teachers to communicate with one another, and maintaining open
and effective lines of communication with staff. Related research practices include: remaining
aware of the personal needs of teachers; maintaining personal relationships with teachers; being
informed about significant personal issues within the lives of staff members; and acknowledging
significant events in the lives of staff members (Waters & Cameron, 2007).
Although the practices described above are always critical to the success of a school
principal, the Covid-19 Pandemic increased the need for strong communication and relationship
practices. Rural schools face complex challenges outside a global pandemic, making the role of a
rural school principal more taxing (Biddle & Azano, 2016). Adding the influences of the
pandemic with no precedent or expertise in leading students and staff through the pandemic only
made the role of the rural school principal more difficult (Harris & Jones, 2020; Kelly et al.,
2020; Kennedy, 2020). Principals’ duties multiplied overnight due to factors of the pandemic,
with an enhanced focus on the additional needs of students and staff (Superville, 2020).
Data included in Chapter 4 illustrates valuable leadership practices activated by rural
school principals both prior to and during the Covid-19 pandemic. Communication and
relationships were seen to be essential in the work of the principal by both principals and staff.
Principals have an essential role in a school building in times of normalcy, but that role is even
more important in times of great challenges. Rural school principals need to rely on core
principles included within the McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework (Waters et al., 2004).
Specifically, those relating to communication and relationships to ensure that they are
maximizing their role as a leader for students, staff, and all other stakeholders served.
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Communication
The study results suggest that communication is of great importance to a building
principal and the staff members they lead, even more so in times of great challenge, specifically,
the Covid-19 pandemic. In comparing data gathered from the principals and staff to fulfill the
360-degree approach to the research questions, there was a discrepancy found in communication.
Principals found that the following were more prevalent during the pandemic than prior:
principal’s communication with students and their families; principal’s communication with
staff; principal’s communication with the school nurse; and principal’s communication with
other leaders. Staff found that the following items surveyed were more prevalent during the
pandemic than prior: principal’s communication with students and their families, principal’s
communication with staff, principal’s communication with the school nurse, and principal’s
communication with other leaders. When asked about the principal’s communication with other
leaders, the principal response indicates communication was less prevalent during the pandemic,
while staff responses indicate that communication was more prevalent.
The results from the study directly relating to communication are supported by research
found in earlier chapters as well as recently published studies. In recently research focusing on
principal leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic, it was found that consistent and centralized
communication was critical to the continued functioning of schools during the pandemic
(Mutongoza et al., 2021; Longmuir, 2021; Thornton, 2021; Karabay et al., 2021). In another
recently published study, the importance of utilizing previously developed communication
systems, and developing new communication systems to reach all families continues to be at the
top of the priority lists of building principals (Kaul et al., 2020). The research paints a clear
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picture that a building principal cannot overcommunicate, especially in times of great
uncertainty.
Relationships
The study results suggest that relationships are important to a building principal and staff
members that they lead, especially during the Covid-19 Pandemic. Overall, it was found through
the research that the following were more prevalent during the pandemic than prior: principal’s
awareness of the personal needs of students and their families, and principal’s awareness of the
personal needs of staff. Additionally, it was found that principals’ availability to staff prior to the
pandemic was nearly equal in comparison to availability during the pandemic. Lastly, principals
felt that the following two items were less prevalent during the pandemic: principals’ availability
to students and their families and principals’ recognition of staff for their hard work.
Staff found that all the following items surveyed were more prevalent during the
pandemic than prior: principal’s availability to students and their families; principal’s availability
to staff; principal’s awareness of the personal needs of students and their families; principal’s
acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the lives of students and their families;
principal’s awareness of the personal needs of staff; and principal’s recognition of staff for their
hard work. In comparing data gathered from the principals and staff to fulfill the 360-degree
approach to the research questions, there was a discrepancy in the relationship area. When asked
about the principal’s recognition of staff for their hard work, principals found it was much less
prevalent during the pandemic, while staff members found this behavior much more prevalent
during the pandemic.
The Covid-19 pandemic has caused mass disruption in schools, forcing educators and
students to leave their comfort zones, adding stress to the roles of students and educators. These
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effects have increased the time, effort, and importance of ensuring that the relationships and
well-being of all stakeholders is a top priority for building principals (Collie, 2021; Longmuir,
2021). In recently published studies, the importance of connection and relationship building are
crucial for the success of schools, citing the challenges created at the beginning of the pandemic
and those that continue to be present (Schaffer Metcalfe & Perez, 2020; Thornton, 2021).
Principals continue to focus on the well-being of students and teachers, working to address their
needs both within and outside of schools (Kaul et al., 2020). The research finds that successful
principals are not using the time of challenge simply to maintain previously formed relationships
but to strengthen relationships and look for opportunities to form relationships that did not
previously exist (O’Connell & Clarke, 2020; Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020).
Implications for Current Practice
Rural school principals face substantial challenges even in times of normalcy. The effects
and influences of the Covid-19 pandemic have made the role severely challenging. Challenges
prior to the pandemic are still present in the role of a principal. The added duress, includes
learning loss from initiating restricted learning models, rising mental health needs of both
students and staff, and the polarization of mitigation measures activated by school administration
to curb the spread of the virus. The job is extremely difficult. The study examines several crucial
factors in rural school leadership regarding McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework (Waters
et al., 2004) both prior to and during the pandemic, which gives leaders insight into where they
should focus their efforts moving forward. The data presented hold benefits for principals
continuing to lead during the pandemic and can also benefit post-pandemic practices for rural
school principals.
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The pandemic has continued to directly impact everyday processes in school buildings
across the country, with rural school principals enduring unique challenges (Nichols et al., 2017;
Rajan, 2019; Van Lacker & Parolin, 2020; Weiczorek & Maynard, 2018; Zalaznick, 2020;). The
Covid-19 pandemic continues to impact schools, so the research is critical to current and future
practicing principals in rural schools. The research provides insight into what a principal should
be putting an intense focus on moving forward, even as the pandemic fades and times of
normalcy resume across the country.
As the Covid-19 pandemic continues to affect school processes directly, rural school
principals can lean on aspects of McREL’s Balanced Leadership Framework, (Waters et al.,
2004) specifically, those domains focused on communication and relationships, which have been
a critical component of an impactful school leader, especially during times of great challenge.
Utilizing the research, principals can lead more effectively by creating and maintaining strong
relationships with all stakeholders through consistent care and communication. As seen in the
research, these are critical elements during times of normalcy, but are even more pertinent when
working through a challenge such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
Future Research Recommendations
Upon completing the study, the researcher has several recommendations for future
research. These recommendations include analyzing principal leadership practices postpandemic, modifying to study participants, and adding qualitative components to the study.
Recommendations for future research regarding rural school principals’ leadership can be found
in greater detail below:
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1. A study focusing on how the Covid-19 Pandemic will affect leadership practices moving
forward.
2. Survey a greater number of staff members working under each principal, and assign the
survey randomly to staff members compared to principal choice of staff.
3. A similar study broadened to include a variety of other stakeholders as participants,
including parents.
4. Add follow-up interviews with a selected number of participants based upon responses to
the initial survey.
5. A qualitative study further exploring the relationship between principal and staff member
relationships.
Summary
The role of a rural school principal can have great challenges during times of normalcy
(Biddle & Azano, 2016; Stelmach, 2011). The Covid-19 pandemic has added to the challenges
experienced by these leaders (Madida et al., 2020; Superville, 2020), as they continue to provide
effective and meaningful leadership amidst the pandemic. Principals have a direct and significant
impact on the students, staff, and community that they serve, and the Covid-19 pandemic has
furthered the importance and need for strong leadership, with the complexities of daily school
functioning enhanced. With the rural principalship being important as ever, conclusions from the
study illustrate a need to place a strong and continuous focus on communication and
relationships with all stakeholders.
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Appendix B: Survey Letter
Survey Participant,
I am requesting your assistance with a study conducted by myself as a doctoral student at
Winona State University regarding the leadership of rural schools principals during the
pandemic. You must be at least 18 years of age to participate, and you must be in an
administrative, certified, or classified position within a rural school district. The study will take
you approximately three to five minutes to complete. If you are unable to respond within the first
week, I will send you a reminder. If you do not want to participate, please let me know to ensure
you do not continue to receive reminders.
Principals, I ask that along with you taking this survey that you also forward the email and link in its entirety to one certified or classified staff member that you supervise
for them to also participate in the survey. The research collected will be gaining the
perspective of both the building principal and staff member as it relates to leadership
throughout the Covid-19 Pandemic.
The study is anonymous, so please refrain from entering any identifying information into
the research instrument. As the researcher, I pledge to keep your data confidential and securely
stored. Only aggregated results will be reported in my dissertation.
Participation in the study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from participation at any
time. If you have any questions, you may contact me at any time:
Brennan J. Kent, EdS.
Winona State University
175 W. Mark Street - Winona, MN 55987
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320-314-2286
brennan.kent@go.mnstate.edu
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Appendix C: Survey
This survey should take approximately 3-5 minutes to complete
research questions (Q8-Q27 answered on a 6-point Likert scale)
1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (slightly disagree), 4 (slightly agree), 5 (agree), 6
(strongly agree)
•

Q1- Gender: Non-binary/Third Gender; Trans; Female; Male; Prefer not to say

•

Q2- Age: (20-29; 30-39; 40-49; 50-59; 60-69; Prefer not to say)

•

Q3- Ethnicity: (Caucasian; Black/African American; Latino/Hispanic; Asian; Native American;
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander; Two or more; Other/Unknown; Prefer not to say)

•

Q4- Name of school district that you work in:

•

Q5- Current role: Administrative, Classified, Certified

•

Q6- Number of years worked in current role: (1-3; 4-7; 8-11; 12-15; 16 +)

•

Q7- School district student population: (0-100; 101-300; 301-500; 501-700; 701-900; 900+)

•

Q8- Principal’s communication with students and their families prior to the pandemic
was present.

•

Q9- Principal’s communication with students and their families during the pandemic was
present.

•

Q10- Principal’s communication with staff prior to the pandemic was present.

•

Q11-Principal’s communication with staff during the pandemic was present.

•

Q12- Principal’s communication with the school nurse prior to the pandemic was present.

•

Q13- Principal’s communication with the school nurse during the pandemic was present.

•

Q14- Principal’s communication with other leaders (superintendent, special education
director, teacher leader, etc.) prior to the pandemic was present.
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•

Q15- Principal’s communication with other leaders (superintendent, special education
director, teacher leader, etc.) during the pandemic was present.

•

Q16- Principal’s availability to students and their families prior to the pandemic was
present.

•

Q17- Principal’s availability to students and their families during the pandemic was
present.

•

Q18- Principal’s availability to staff prior to the pandemic was present.

•

Q19- Principal’s availability to staff during the pandemic was present.

•

Q20- Principal’s awareness of the personal needs of students and their families prior to
the pandemic was present.

•

Q21- Principal’s awareness of the personal needs of students and their families during the
pandemic was present.

•

Q22- Principal’s awareness of the personal needs of staff prior to the pandemic was
present.

•

Q23- Principal’s awareness of the personal needs of staff during the pandemic was
present.

•

Q24- Principal’s acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the lives of students
and their families prior to the pandemic was present.

•

Q25- Principal’s acknowledgment of significant personal issues in the lives of students
and their families during the pandemic was present.

•

Q26- Principal’s recognition of staff for their hard work prior to the pandemic was
present.
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•

Q27- Principal’s recognition of staff for their hard work during the pandemic was
present.
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